Printed in Connections Magazine, November 2009
Fighting to Preserve Givaot Beit Shemesh
by Renee Halpert

The battle for establishing a Gan Leumi Givaot Beit Shemesh in the area otherwise known as Ramat Beit Shemesh gimmel (RBS-g), or Beit Natif, is over the preservation and conservation of the largest and last natural habitat and open green space in the country's central region. 

The exquisite landscape between Ramat Beit Shemesh aleph and Emek HaElla is a significant migration corridor replete with natural growth, numerous animal and bird species and archeological treasures of historical significance. Current construction plans will result in an irreparable loss of open green space in an area containing natural growth of native species and a delicate ecosystem of native animals and plants including 42 bird species that live in and migrate through the area.
Tel Yarmouth, on the South end, bordering the road into RBS aleph is not only a popular training site for the Beit Shemesh Running Club, but is a large expanse first mentioned in Joshua’s conquest for Israel and later as a city in Judah (see http://www.govisitisrael.com). The ancient Judean town of Beit Natif  lies beneath the ruins of the Arab village, and includes a mosaic floor, wineries and other remains, especially from the period of the Hasmonean kings and earlier. Nearby, the Elah Fortress excavation is underway.
Traversing these valleys and hills is the Israel Trail, the route of the "Lamed Hey" and several paths visited regularly by thousand of hikers and cyclists. Each year, hundreds of Beit Shemesh students visit the Beit Natif site to learn about the history of the area, to connect with their natural surroundings and enjoy this treasure of open space. Today, these same students will be greeted by a cellular phone antennae that was unceremoniously placed recently on the peak of one of the most beautiful hills in the region, atop a block of concrete!

Over ten years ago, the Ministry of Housing approved plans for construction of the hills south of Beit Shemesh, and the statutory process is running its course, which makes this battle all the more difficult – but not impossible. 
Several years ago, the Israel Nature and Parks Authority (רשות הטבע והגנים) completed an ecological survey and presented its proposal for a 5,000-dunam National Park in a contiguous region including Tel Yarmouth, the ridge above Kibbutz Netiv HaLamed Hey and the ruins of Beit Natif. While ideally no development should take place in this region, the Parks plan still allows for the development of 6,000 dunams, emphasizing environmentally sensitive and sustainable urban planning and design. As a contiguous bloc, the Parks Authority can maintain and service the park. Conserving this area would make Beit Shemesh an attractive place to move to and provide residents with accessible open green space. Left as islands of green between massive construction, the area will deteriorate and likely become the illegal dumping grounds for construction debris.
Consecutive Beit Shemesh governments have learned about the National Park plan but have not put 100% backing toward it. Pressure from the Ministry of Housing to develop keeps Beit Shemesh in a position of dependency; to the point of being threatened that if development isn’t allowed, other services will not be provided.
The concept of sustainability (kayamut in Hebrew), or Pituach bar-kayma demands that policy and planning takes economic, social and ecological factors into serious consideration. Our population increase and augmented standard of living threatens all of Israeli's natural resources, including land, water and air quality. Creating housing solutions is correctly on the national agenda, but in the long term, it is not sustainable to destroy open spaces of unique natural habitat and historical significance for quick‑fix housing solutions. 
When the initial plans were approved to develop RBS gimmel in Givaot Beit Shemesh, the City of Beit Shemesh was 10 years younger and the residents and policy-makers less enlightened. Today, residents feel that the City has enough unmet challenges to deal with before attempting to absorb thousands of more residents and their garbage, transportation needs, and education and economic requirements. All over the country citizens are protesting the encroachment of developers on precious natural landscapes, from Hof HaPalmachim to Hevel Lachish. In a country as dense and small as Israel, the smarter solution is to increase density in existing urban centers and develop less-sensitive areas that are underdeveloped. Planning departments at the National and Regional level are beginning to work smarter and be more sensitive to issues of sustainability. There is no reason Givaot Beit Shemesh should pay the ultimate price for hurried planning and poor policy.
After years of individual lobbying, a group of local residents formed the Coalition to Establish the Gan Leumi Givaot Beit Shemesh. Together with Shemesh Yehuda, the local environmental forum, they have been actively lobbying politicians, meeting with experts in planning and preservation, and rallying the public for support with petitions and public meetings. Last June, a public gathering brought together over 120 residents and Council members to hear about the Gan Leumi vs. development plans. Recent Sukkot walking and biking tours in the area brought increased awareness. A new series of lectures about the flora, fauna and history of the region will begin later this month in Beit Shemesh. 
Intense public pressure is urgently required to convince the local City Council, and both Housing and Interior Ministries that the current development plans are inappropriate and that the residents demand the National Park. 
Beit Shemesh residents are encouraged to sign the petition to preserve Givaot Beit Shemesh as a national park: http://www.atzuma.co.il/petition/ganleumi/1. 
Residents from elsewhere should sign: http://www.atzuma.co.il/petition/ganleumi2/1/.

The Gan Leumi website is http://www.ganleumi.awardspace.info and Facebook group is    - למען הקמת גן לאומי גבעות בית שמש Beit Shemesh Hills National Park.
Renee Halpert is a founder and Coordinator of Shemesh Yehuda, the regional environmental forum http://www.planetnana.co.il/shemeshyehuda. Renee can be reached at reneeh@netvision.net.il.   
